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Learning in Western Europe. As yet England
remained in darkness, but the dawn was near ; a
dawn which was to prove a rude awakening for the
spiritual leaders of the country, as yet absorbed in
the pursuit of politics or pleasure. Having neglected
the warning supplied by the Lollard movement, the
Church had pronounced her own doom.

Despite the existence of much misery, the general
condition of the people improved during the Lan-
castrian period. The evils with which they had to
contend were great. In the weakness of the central
power, the nobles found their opportunity. Private
wars were frequent, especially in the north and west.
The practice of " Maintenance " arose, by which the
great lords " maintained " their clients in the courts
of law, by terrorising judge and jury. There was no
power capable of punishing them, and it was hope-
less to expect justice against a retainer of a powerful
baron. At the same time, the disorder of the country
led to famine and pestilence ; commerce was inter-
rupted by the growth of piracy, the English navy was
neglected, and the coasts of Ireland and England
were ravaged by pirate fleets. But there were signs
of improvement. Villeinage, already declining,
practically disappeared; the towns were usually
secure from the nobles, and, on the whole, the people
benefited from the civil 'war, in which, generally
speaking, they were not involved and by which they
were, to a certain extent, freed from oppression. The
Commons ceased to be drawn from the retainers of
the nobles, and came to represent the people more
closely. Moreover, although the New Learning had